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UNFAMILIAR TEXTS
Copy correctly
Up to 3% of a workbook.
Copying or scanning from ESA workbooks 
is subject to the NZ Copyright Act which 
limits copying to 3% of this workbook.

 Introduction to studying unfamiliar texts
 A method of approach to analysing unfamiliar texts
A useful method when analysing unfamiliar texts is SIFT – in which you think about the signifi cant aspects by 
‘sifting’ through the details while you read.

S = Subject – an author’s subject matter, the situation, the people, the ideas

I = Intention – the author’s intention, purpose, target audience

F = Feelings – the author’s feelings, attitude, point-of-view, tone

T = Techniques – the author’s techniques, style, genre, language 
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FIND

Find evidence to support your thinking

STYLE 

Genre Form Language

Drama One-act play Techniques
Poetry Sonnet Imagery
Prose fi ction Short story Words

Non-fi ction
Newspaper 
column

Syntax

Visual Feature fi lm
Oral Debate

READ

Read closely (SIFT) and use a highlighter to 
identify signifi cant words, phrases, or sections

SUBJECT MATTER

What is it about? A situation? An object? 
Place? A character? What is the main idea? 

WORDS

Vocabulary Meaning Origins
Jargon Denotation Foreign

Compound words Connotations New Zealand

Pronouns Literal Colloquial

Imperatives Figurative Slang

Formal

Simple

INTENTION

What is the purpose? To encourage or discourage an action? 
To persuade? To entertain? 

What is the main message? 

Who is the target audience? 

QUESTION

What are the key words in the question? 

What must I focus on?

S I
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 Vocabulary
Read the following extract from ‘Let It Go’ by Maggie Rainey-Smith and complete the task. The writer is 
describing a journey to Dunedin two parents are undertaking with their son who is about to start university. 

The backseat of the car had room only for Andrew, his Marshall 
amplifier, the blue acoustic and the yellow electric Fender. Pete had 
spent an extra half-hour securing the suitcases to the roof of the car, 
which involved boy-scout knots and a great deal of subdued cursing. 
Gail resisted reminding Pete about the early afternoon ferry sailing and when he did remember and took a 
short cut over the Rimutakas, she regretted this.

They had travelled all the way from the Hawke’s Bay, crossing Cook Strait on the ferry and spent a night 
in Kaikoura, just like tourists, marvelling at the fresh crays for sale on the side of the road from Nin’s Bin. 
It was when they reached Ashburton that she realised the seriousness of their journey. They stopped at a 
tearoom on the main street heading south and poured tea the colour of beer from a squat metal teapot, 
and ate custard squares, pale lemon, the colour of genuine custard with pastry that flaked and fell like 
lightly singed paper onto grey Formica. It was an odd mixture of untainted Kiwiana that aroused nostalgia 
for Gail’s own youth and foreboding for the future that seemed to hold promise for Andrew, but what for 
her and Pete? The closer they came to Dunedin, the gloomier she got, and the happier Pete seemed. 

Identify three vocabulary techniques used to convey the writer’s meaning. For each, identify and comment on the 
effect by linking the technique to the subject matter and the author’s purpose.
a. Vocabulary technique 1

 
 Writer’s purpose and meaning 

 

 (Suggested sentence starter: The writer shows/conveys …) 
b. Vocabulary technique 2

 
 Writer’s purpose and meaning

 

 (Suggested sentence starter: The writer shows/conveys …) 
c. Vocabulary technique 3

 
 Writer’s purpose and meaning

 

 (Suggested sentence starter: The writer shows/conveys …) 

Tip! Remember RFW

Answers
p.  55
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 Tone
Tone is one of the key elements in analysing unfamiliar texts. It involves understanding the attitude conveyed in 
the text; that is, the attitude towards its subject and/or its audience, and how this attitude is communicated. The 
audience needs to recognise and understand the tone of a piece of writing. Without an understanding of tone, 
the reader may misunderstand description or dialogue and become confused.

The purpose of a piece of writing relates to its tone – Is it persuasive? Sarcastic? Angry? Solemn? Does it have 
contrasting tones? What effect does tone have on the target audience? Famous World War I poets, such as 
Wilfred Owen, used a bitter, sarcastic tone to prompt the readers at home in Britain to be more cautious about 
signing up to fi ght. Columnists in contemporary newspapers challenge readers to take a stand and protect their 
family traditions. Recognising the tone should happen early on in the close reading process.

• vocabulary (with positive or negative connotations)

• syntax (sentence structures)

• imagery (literal and fi gurative)

• colour symbolism (dark colours for a gloomy mood, light 
ones for pleasure)

• dialogue (from angry, argumentative and commanding, to 
friendly and conciliatory)

• irony (when the meaning of what is said is opposite to its 
denotation)

• sarcasm (when the meaning of what is said is opposite to 
its denotation, and has a nasty tone)

Tone is established 
by the writer through 
their choice of 
techniques such as:

Example

‘It is this sense of hopelessness that Carey captures so well. For despite its moments of humour, 
humanity and love, the story of Edward Kelly is one of descent into desperation, set in an 
environment of brutal extremes.’ 

(New Zealand Listener review of Peter Carey’s True History of the Kelly Gang, reviewer Kate Camp.)

The reviewer admires the author’s handling of his material (attitude). The tone is positive – as 
communicated by the positive connotations of the descriptive phrases ‘captures so well’, and 
‘moments of humour, humanity and love’ (tone).
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 Positive blog

 Imagery 
Imagery refers both to the literal and fi gurative images created by the writer. 
The comparisons are used to illustrate, enhance and deepen ideas and images. 
Even without any fi gurative language, a detailed and evocative description can 
be made with careful and clever choice of details and interesting use of language. 
Literal imagery engages our senses, and builds the world that the story inhabits.

Many of the literal images (pictures, worlds or characters) constructed by the 
writer are given deeper resonance through fi gurative imagery. Writers of fi ction and poetry texts frequently use 
imagery to evoke a mood, character or setting.

 Analysing literal and fi gurative imagery in prose fi ction
1. Read the extract below from Emma Neale’s short story ‘Double Take’ (p. 194).

The flat she chose was about the sixth she’d looked at. As soon as she saw 
it she wanted to move in. Outside, over the groundfloor veranda, a line of 
green, powder blue and yellow Chinese paper lanterns swung in the wind. 
They made the house, which was set on a hill with a clear view of the city and harbour, seem only briefly 
anchored there: a great wooden ship, its masts rigged out with lights. She found out that the only room 
available was the turret room at the top. When she said, ‘No kidding? But why hasn’t anyone already taken 
it?’ she was warned that the roof was sometimes home to wildlife – birds, possums, rodents – that made 
the easy migration from the town’s green belt, which backed right onto the chaotic building’s rear garden: 
wildlife the landlord was often slow to do anything about. Also, in winter it got bitterly cold up there – it 
wasn’t insulated, and the sash windows were rotting, gappy, rattled in the slightest wind … But the view 
from the turret room – of rooftops, pedestrians, and, in the distance, more hills and the sea – along with 
the feeling of seclusion, had seduced her instantly. 

2. Find examples of Neale’s use of both literal imagery and fi gurative imagery.

 Literal

 Figurative

3. Explain how these work together to build a convincing picture.

Tip! Refer to the table 
on page 6 at 
the start of the 
workbook.

Answers
p.  56

Tip! Remember RFW
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 Analysing imagery in prose fi ction
1. Read the extract below from Katherine Mansfi eld’s short story ‘At the Bay’.

VERY early morning. The sun was not yet risen, and the whole of Crescent Bay 
was hidden under a white sea-mist. The big bush-covered hills at the back 
were smothered. You could not see where they ended and the paddocks and 

bungalows began. The sandy road was gone and the paddocks and bungalows the other side of it; there 
were no white dunes covered with reddish grass beyond them; there was nothing to mark which was beach 
and where was the sea. A heavy dew had fallen. The grass was blue. Big drops hung on the bushes and just 
did not fall; the silvery, fluffy toi-toi was limp on its long stalks, and all the marigolds and the pinks in the 
bungalow gardens were bowed to the earth with wetness. Drenched were the cold fuchsias, round pearls 
of dew lay on the flat nasturtium leaves. It looked as though the sea had beaten up softly in the darkness, 
as though one immense wave had come rippling, rippling – how far? Perhaps if you had waked up in the 
middle of the night you might have seen a big fish flicking in at the window and gone again. 

Ah-Aah! sounded the sleepy sea. And from the bush there came the sound of little streams flowing, quickly, 
lightly, slipping between the smooth stones, gushing into ferny basins and out again; and there was the 
splashing of big drops on large leaves, and something else – what was it? – a faint stirring and shaking, the 
snapping of a twig and then such silence that it seemed someone was listening …

The sun was rising. It was marvellous how quickly the mist thinned, sped away, dissolved from the shallow 
plain, rolled up from the bush and was gone as if in a hurry to escape; big twists and curls jostled and 
shouldered each other as the silvery beams broadened. The far-away sky – a bright, pure blue – was 
reflected in the puddles, and the drops, swimming along the telegraph poles, flashed into points of light. 
Now the leaping, glittering sea was so bright it made one’s eyes ache to look at it.

2. Analyse Mansfi eld’s style by identifying quotes from the short story extract to justify each of the comments 
in the table below. Tip: Mansfi eld uses adjectives, verbs and personifi cation very effectively to create sensual 
images.

Comment 
on style 

Relevant quotes 
to justify the comment 

Techniques 
used in the quotes

Effectiveness 
of the techniques 

in achieving meaning 

The imagery 
works through 
differentiating 
between the 
earth and the 
sea.

Answers
p.  56

Tip! Remember RFW
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2. List examples of words with negative connotations. How do these reveal the writer’s feelings about the 
aftershocks?

3. Identify a metaphor in paragraph 3 that reinforces the writer’s attitude to the aftershocks. Why is it effective? 

4. Using your answers for the above questions, analyse how the writer conveys her situation and point of view. 
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 Write a response to exam questions
Understand the key requirements of the question.

Here is an example from a sample paper for NCEA Level 2 English 2.3 (2011).

Text A: Column/Opinion
Refer to this text to answer Question One for English 91100 (2.3). 

Write Stuff – Jon Bridges

The text message has changed the way we communicate for the better. Pesky punctuation and inconvenient 
‘sentences’ are a thing of the past. Language used to be a vehicle you needed a university education to 
understand and a permit to be allowed to drive. Now we can all get behind the wheel and do burnouts on 
the tennis court of meaning. Let’s see how fast this thing can go!

The text message has also allowed us to shrug off all the cumbersome paraphernalia of written 
communication. No more pads of unfeasibly thin writing paper, and the unhygienic licking of stamps and 
envelopes is gone. It’s hard to believe that any writing technology required not just one, but two separate 
acts of licking …

In all the inconvenient rigmarole of pens, addresses, stamps and stationery, there’s only one thing I’m 
going to miss and that is: ‘How are you, I am fine.’ Never was there a phrase invented that gave children a 
more sure-fire way to begin. My only regret with the demise of mail is that my grandchildren – should I be 
blessed with any – will never ask how I am and let me know they are fine, before moving on to thank me 
for the lovely gifts.

As we look back and laugh at our ancestors … I think the only regret we can have is that the text message 
did not appear sooner in the history of the world. If it had, these are some of the magnificent text messages 
that might have been received and sent:

 Got ark rdy like u said. When is rain?

 Ship hs hole. Shld b ok tho. C u in NY.

 Me n Tnzng made it safe. No cvrge@ top or wld hv sent pxt.

 Hey neil, omg, saw u on moon : ) Im waving cn u c me?
New Zealand Listener, vol. 214, July 12–18, 2008

www.listener.co.nz/issue/3557/columnists/11471/write-stuff-html

 Question One 
The writer uses humour to suggest ways that text messaging has affected how we communicate signifi cant 
events and moments in our lives.

Analyse how the writer has presented his opinion on the effects of texting on communication.

In your answer, you should:
• identify and give examples of techniques used in the text and explain their effects (techniques include 

metaphor, tone, listing, syntax, etc.)
• show understanding of the situation (effects of texting on communication)
• show understanding of the writer’s purpose (his opinion).
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 Analysing purpose and audience A (page 15)
1. People with prior knowledge of advanced technology who regularly 

use devices. References are made to websites like YouTube and TVNZ 
OnDemand, and terms such as ‘smartphones’, ‘tablets’ and ‘apps’ are 
used without the need to explain what they mean.

2. The author’s purpose is to inform readers about the latest 
developments and advancements in technology. The word ‘Driving’ 
creates a feeling of energy and things moving forward at a fast pace 
and the imperative ‘Think’ pulls the reader into the topic. 

3. Jargon is used because the article has been written for readers already 
in the know, so the readers do not require explanations for the 
processes of advanced technology. This effectively targets the audience 
who would be interested in ‘the greater availability’ of such services.

 Analysing purpose and audience B (page 15)
1. People interested in sport, particularly those who follow Rugby League. 

The writer refers to ‘Bulldogs’, ‘State of Origin’ and ‘Roosters’ without 
explaining who or what they are.

2. The writer informs the reader about a confl ict – ‘the latest tug-of-war’ –
in an NZRL campaign to stop New Zealand players who live in Australia 
from playing in the State of Origin. 

3. These phrases are known as clichés, which are a shortcut used to 
provide a familiar image or idea for the reader while keeping the tone 
light by avoiding the need for too much ‘wordiness’. 

 Analysing purpose and audience C (page 16)
1. Adults. The brevity of the comment shows no expectation that the 

reader will disagree or be offended by it.

2. The writer has a low opinion of the fi lm; she gives it a one-star 
‘abysmal’ and does not go into any discussion of it.

3. ‘Never’: repetition to emphasise how much she dislikes the fi lm; ‘We’: 
inclusive personal pronoun to emphasise that the expectation is that all 
readers would agree with her; the writer also uses a pun on the title of 
the movie to address Justin Bieber directly.

 Connotations – mood (page 17)
a. Mood: ominous, fearful, anxious

 Words: dark, narrow, relentlessly

b. Mood: dangerous, powerful, stormy

 Words: thundered, jagged, unforgiving

c. Mood: inviting, enticing

 Words: delicious aromas fl oated

 Connotations – descriptions (page 17)
a. walk: move one’s way forward on foot

 stroll: to walk in a relaxed, casual manner

 stride: to walk fast and with purpose

b. fat: over the accepted norm for weight

 voluptuous: having a full and curvaceous fi gure

 obese: excessively fat

c. cry: make a sound to express grief, pain or distress

 wail: make excessively loud sounds to express grief, pain or distress

 sniffl e: make very small, soft sounds to express grief, pain or distress

 ANSWERS

d. ugly: unpleasant to the eye, ear or mind

 homely: plain or unattractive to the eye

 repulsive: disgusting or loathsome

 Denotations and connotations (page 18)
1.

Word Denotation
Positive 
connotations

Negative 
connotations

Green A colour
Youthfulness, 
environment, 
freshness

Immaturity, envy, 
sickness

Rough
Uneven level/
bumpy surface/
coarse texture

An approximation 
of something

Unpleasant, unfair, 
lacking taste, crude

Guts Intestines
Instinct, courage, 
hard working

Greed, dislike

Moon

Satellite that 
orbits Earth 
monthly, 
refl ecting light

Romance, desire, 
beauty, time

Madness, lunacy, 
aloofness, silliness

Dog

Four-legged 
animal similar 
to a wolf, often 
kept as a pet

Courage, tenacity, 
loyalty

Aggressiveness, 
ugliness, overly 
competitive

2. Denotation of wall: a physical division built by the neighbours between 
their properties.

 Connotations: a symbolic barrier they have created by not settling their 
differences.

3. Denotations of words: all the words relate to the physical world of 
theatre with a stage on which actors exit and enter to perform a role in 
a play.

 Connotations of words: that in life, all people play different roles at 
different ages, from their entrance to the world at birth, to their exit at 
death.

 Vocabulary (page 19)
Possible answers are as follows:

Vocabulary technique 1: Imagery 
Writer’s purpose and meaning: The writer conveys a sense of loss through 
the simile ‘pastry that fl aked and fell like lightly singed paper onto grey 
Formica’ – by evoking a hint of destruction and fragility in using the word 
singed, then back to the Formica reality.

Vocabulary technique 2: Diction/Connotations 
Writer’s purpose and meaning: The writer suggests Pete’s methodical 
attention to detail through the compound adjective ‘boy-scout knots’ and the 
adjective ‘an extra half-hour securing the suitcases’, and refl ects the sense 
of this being an out-of-the-ordinary event. The writer’s use of antonyms 
highlights the contrast of Gail’s feelings to Pete’s; the closer they get to 
Dunedin and separating from their son, the more her anxiety increases 
–‘foreboding’ and ‘gloomier’ while Pete feels ‘happier’.
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Vocabulary technique 3: Listing
Writer’s purpose and meaning: The writer conveys aspects of Andrew’s 
character effectively in a few small details through the importance of his 
guitars and amplifi er being taken with him.

 Analysing tone (page 21)
Extract 1: Poetry

a. Narrator’s attitude: The narrator is in shock and feels dismayed at the 
suddenness of the earthquake.

b. Tone: The tone is one of fear and alarm.

 Evidence: ‘We are aghast’ and ‘flying/clutching/scrabbling/calling’.

c. Technique: Diction/connotations – the adjective ‘aghast’ describes the 
strength of their alarm; sudden and anxious movements are described 
in the verbs (participles). 

Extract 2: Non-fi ction

a. Narrator’s attitude: The narrator feels a strong sense of despair about 
the ongoing lack of facilities after the earthquake.

b. Tone: The tone is gloomy and negative.

 Evidence: ‘awful/isolated/abandoned/tough/miserable/’ and ‘I 
hated it’.

c. Technique: Diction/connotations – the adjectives have highly negative 
connotations.

 Syntax – short, simple sentences convey the despair ‘I hated it’.

Extract 3: Prose (novel)

a. Narrator’s attitude: The young narrator feels distressed about the 
sudden earthquake and fi nds it diffi cult to express her emotions.

b. Tone: The tone is fearful and anxious.

 Evidence: ‘I don’t know even how to write any of this!’ and ‘The 
town is gone, the lagoon is gone …’

c. Technique: Syntax – the exclamation and use of a negative (don’t) 
conveys the writer’s anxiety.

 Repetition of ‘gone’ in a parallel structure shows her distress.

 Understanding tone (page 22)
Students’ own answers.

 Analysing literal and fi gurative imagery in prose 
fi ction (page 23)
2. Literal imagery: ‘a line of green, powder blue and yellow Chinese 

paper lanterns swung in the wind’; ‘the roof was sometimes home 
to wildlife – birds, possums, rodents’; ‘the sash windows were 
rotting, gappy, rattled in the slightest wind’.

 Figurative imagery – simile – [the house] ‘seem only briefly anchored 
there: a great wooden ship, its masts rigged out with lights’; 
personifi cation – ‘the view from the turret room […] had seduced 
her instantly’.

3. The details given are specifi c, and well chosen. Not every aspect of the 
house is described – the narrator doesn’t tell of the front door, hallway 
or stairs, for example; rather Neale creates particular images that build 
the sense of a somewhat exotic, mysterious, wild and romantic house. 
The narrator is not put off by practical considerations such as the cold 
or the wildlife. There is enough literal imagery in the description to 
convey the setting. This structure is enhanced by the sparing use of 
fi gurative imagery – the idea of the house as a ship gives a feeling of 
adventure and possibility, while the personifi cation of her seduction 
at the fi nish includes a hint of foreboding, and the narrator’s loss of 
control.

 Analysing imagery in prose fi ction (page 24)

Comment 
on style Relevant quotes Techniques Effectiveness

The imagery 
works 
through 
differentiating 
between the 
earth and 
sea.

‘big bush-covered 
hills … were 
smothered’ versus 
‘it looked as 
though the sea had 
beaten up … wave 
had come.’

Metaphor 
‘hills were 
smothered’

Sibilance – 
s-sounds

A visual image 
describes the 
mistiness on the 
hills as if a blanket 
is covering them 
entirely.

The sound 
imagery suggests 
the soft sounds of 
the waves.

The imagery 
creates a 
powerful 
sense of 
movement.

Smothered, covered, 
fallen, hung, bowed, 
lay, had beaten, 
fl icking, fl owing, 
stirring, shaking, 
rising, dissolved, 
rolled up, sped, 
jostled, shouldered, 
broadened, 
refl ected, fl ashed, 
leaping

Past tense 
verbs mixed 
with present 
tense 
continuous 
verbs

Conveys a sense 
of nature’s vitality 
and liveliness.

The imagery 
appeals to 
our senses.

Sight – ‘big twists 
and curls jostled’

Sound – ‘splashing 
of big drops’

Touch/sight – ‘pearls 
of dew’

Personifi cation 
emphasises 
movement

Onomatopoeia 
– splashing

Metaphor – 
emphasises 
refl ections

All our senses are 
engaged in the 
experience so that 
we feel as though 
we are there.

Colour 
images create 
a visual 
intensity.

White sea-mist; 
reddish grass; blue 
grass; silvery toi-toi; 
pinks; pearls of dew

Visual, literal 
images 

Combinations 
of blue, pinks, 
whites, silver to 
denote the sky 
and land just as 
the sun rises and 
shines.

 Analysing imagery in poetry (page 26)
2. The brightness and shape of the nuclear explosion in the sky is 

compared to a cloud surrounded by light, like a halo.

3. The tree is personifi ed as a person, its branches being like arms, and 
the top of the tree its head. The poet conveys that it is no good the tree 
holding out its arms begging for life, as its ‘sap’ or life-blood, cannot 
ever ‘rise’ again after it is destroyed. Adjectives such as ‘naked’ and 
‘fading’ emphasise the tree’s vulnerability and by implication, that of 
humanity itself. Tuwhare addresses the tree on a personal level through 
this personifi cation : ‘O tree…your end at last is written’, which 
evokes the readers’ sympathy for its plight – and ours.

 Identifying the main idea and details in a feature 
article (page 27)
2. Paragraph 2. Main idea: at age 16, she realised she could diet to lose 

weight, thought she was too fat to be attractive to others.

 Details: dieted obsessively; over-exercised; disordered eating; 
drunkorexia; over-eating at times; yo-yo weight loss/gain.

 Paragraph 3. Main idea: put on 10 kg at university when she was 18, 
so she went on diets again and became anorexic.

 Details: nausea while pumping fuel – no appetite; ate only good 
foods then very little; walked, went to gym, did aerobics; got lots of 
compliments.



© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd  –  ISBN 978-0-908315-60-4  –  Copying or scanning from ESA workbooks is limited to 3% under the NZ Copyright Act.

 INDEX

alliteration 4
allusion 7
assonance 5
audience 14

balanced sentence 12

complex sentence 12
compound adjective 8
compound sentence 12
connotation 8, 17
consonance 5

denotation 8
description 17
diction (vocabulary) 8

euphemism 8

fi gurative 23

imagery 23
imperative 11
incomplete sentence 12

jargon 9
juxtaposition 13

listing 10, 13
literal 23
loose sentence 12

main idea 27
metaphor 6
mood 17

narrative style 27
narrative voice 36
negatives 13
neologism 8

onomatopoeia 4

paragraph 28
parallel structure 12
parentheses 13
periodic sentence 12
personal pronoun 10
personifi cation 7
point of view 36
portmanteau (word) 9
prose 28
pun 9
punctuation 13
purpose 14

repetition 5
rhetorical question 11

sentence structure 13
sentence types 12
sentence variation 12
sibilance 4
SIFT technique 1–3
simile 6
simple sentence 12
sound techniques 4–5
symbol 7
syntax 12–13, 35

tone 20
topic (sentence) 28
triple structure 10
typography 13

visual techniques 6–7
vocabulary (diction) 8, 17
vocabulary techniques 8–9


